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Abstract
An increasingly diverse student population, including English Language Learners (LL),
are continuing to integrate into U.S. schools in recent years. Without the proper training and
tools, teachers are struggling to meet the needs of LL in the classroom. This project argues for
the inclusion of linguistically and culturally responsive teaching methods and curriculum choices
for implementation in a mainstream classroom. The Common Core State Standards (CCSS)
Literacy Shifts call for LL to meet the same rigorous standards as their Native English-speaking
(NES) peers, and so the planning tools and other resources described in this project reflect the
CCSS’ focus on complex, nonfiction text, vocabulary instruction, and text-dependent questions.
Additionally, this project focuses on the use of culturally-relevant text sets to help ensure that LL
are reflected in the curriculum, increasing student engagement. All of the resources included are
suited for a high school English classroom that serves LL.
Key Words: linguistic responsiveness, cultural responsiveness, LL, CCSS, complex text, text
set, text-dependent questions, cultural relevance, vocabulary
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Chapter One: Introduction
Problem Statement
With an increasingly diverse student population, U.S. schools have grappled with
linguistic and cultural responsiveness. From 2009 to 2018, the percentage of white students in
U.S. public schools decreased from 54 to 47 percent (Institute of Education: English, 2021). At
the same time, the number of Language Learners (LL) rose to 5 million, making up over 10
percent of the overall public school population (Institute of Education: Racial, 2021). Despite the
influx, many teachers lower their expectations for LL or do not find meaningful ways to build on
their experiences (Echevarria et al., p. 25). Indeed, Young Adult (YA) literature in schools often
fails to fully represent a culturally diverse readership (Bickmore et. al., 2017), preventing
students from using books as mirrors into their own lives and connecting to the curriculum
(McNair & Edwards, 2021). Equally troubling, the academic language needed to understand
complex texts is often not explicitly taught (Echevarria et al., p. 26).
These factors have contributed to an alarming number of LL (30 to 70 percent) failing to
attain English proficiency after five years in U.S. schools, thus increasing the literacy
achievement gap (Olsen, 2010). In order to ensure that LL remain engaged in the reading
process while receiving equitable access to complex texts, schools should implement a
culturally-responsive English Language Arts curriculum framework with informational and
literary text sets.
Importance and Rationale of the Project
Linguistically responsive teaching is important for the academic success of LL. Even in
areas of the country that have historically seen few LL, classroom makeups are changing, and
teachers need to be ready to meet the needs of all learners (Oliveira & Burke, 2015). As of
2010, Hispanics have become the fastest subgroup of students in U.S. schools, accounting for
roughly a quarter of the public school population (Murphey et. al., 2014). Since research shows
that elementary-level literacy achievement is indicative of students’ future academic success
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(Wilcox et. al., 2015), it is crucial for schools to consider the linguistic demands of K-12
curriculum. Specifically, students’ comprehension of both narrative and informational texts is
dependent on vocabulary knowledge (Wilcox et. al., 2015). Before growing a rich vocabulary
and developing their English skills, LL must first receive explicit instruction in academic
language (Echevarria et. al., 2015).
Cultural considerations can also impact the academic success or failure of LL. Teachers’
home cultures and first languages (L1) rarely match those of their LL and minority students in
U.S. schools (Institute of Education: Spotlight, 2021). For the 2015-16 school year, white
teachers accounted for 98 percent of teachers at schools with less than 10 percent minority
students, and still made up 45 percent of staff at schools with 90 percent or more minority
students (Spotlight, 2021). Teachers in both urban and rural settings need to be mindful of the
diverse cultures represented in the classroom; linguistic research shows that culture helps to
directly shape students’ thoughts and experiences (Fu, 2015). It is important for LL to see
themselves reflected in the curriculum, but this happens too rarely. In analyzing the National
Book Award (NBA) finalists for Young People’s Literature from 1996 to 2015, it was determined
that just one book contained a Mexican or Mexican American protagonist, and nine contained
an Asian or Asian American protagonist-- there were 45 white protagonists (Bickmore et. al.,
2017, p. 47). This breakdown also does not take into account many subgroups of Latinos or
Asians. While movements like We Need Diverse Groups (2017) have helped place the issue of
diverse representation into the spotlight, more work needs to be done for all students to be able
to engage in the curriculum.
Background of Project
Many factors have contributed to U.S. schools’ lack of both linguistic and cultural
responsiveness. One consideration is the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act and the subsequent
creation of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS). Signed into law in 2001 to improve
educational quality, NCLB required the regular administration of reading/language arts, math,
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and science tests, which held states “accountable for students’ success” and ensured that
students were “making adequate yearly progress (AYP)” (Ametepee et. al. p. 113).
An unfortunate consequence, according to the Center on Education Policy (2005), was
that many states narrowed their curriculum focus in order to make AYP and receive federal
funding (Ametepee et. al., 2014, p. 114). This over-focus on certain content and strategies
especially impacted LL, who often lack the varied background knowledge needed to
comprehend English texts (Cervetti et. al., 2016). In fact, studies of adult LL (Pulido, 2003,
2007) indicate that “topic knowledge can support readers’ incidental acquisition of word
knowledge as they read” (Cervetti et. al., 2016, p. 763). Without holding states responsible for
clear curriculum standards, NCLB ultimately failed one of its most vulnerable populations: LL.
To remedy the manipulation of state curricula, the CCSS were created. Published in
2010 and adopted by most states in 2012-13, the CCSS call for a high degree of academic
rigor, aiming to ensure that students across the country are college and career-ready (Common
Core State Standards Initiative, http://www.corestandards.org/). While this may be a noble goal,
the text types and assessments required by this initiative place especially heavy language
demands on LL. Indeed, Murphey et. al. (2014) outline four key areas of emphasis needed for
LL to reach the standards:
1) engaging with complex texts; 2) using evidence in writing and research;
3) speaking and listening in order to work collaboratively; 4) presenting ideas and
developing the language to do all of the above effectively. (p. 98)
In the first area of emphasis alone, the study of complex texts could entail interpreting
implicit messaging, determining the meaning of high-level vocabulary terms, and making sense
of unfamiliar sentence structures-- tasks that Native English speakers (NES) already find
difficult. Along with these key language areas, Bailey and Wolf (2012) argue that the CCSS
“...also imply an array of prerequisite or other language skills that are not overtly described”
(Wolf et. al., 2014, p. 37). The CCSS certainly call for a high level of engagement with language,
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but few teachers and administrators understand precisely how language works in order to
meaningfully differentiate literacy instruction (Murphey et. al., 2014).
Without receiving appropriate language instruction across grade levels, LL struggle to
achieve at the same rates as their NES peers. The elementary literacy rates between LL and
NES is remarkably different, contributing to the achievement gap. In 2019, the reading score for
4th-grade for NES students was 224, compared to 191 for LL, a 33 point difference (Institute of
Education: Reading, 2021). This achievement gap has continued to grow overtime as standards
and texts become more complex in higher grade levels; for 8th-grade LL, the 2019 reading
score was 45 points lower than NES peers, and by 12th grade, it was 49 points lower (Institute,
2021). And, as studies show (Kinsella, 2011), the danger in teaching the standards without the
expertise needed to reach LL is that students instead become “Long Term English Learners”
(Murphey et. al., 2014, p. 101).
Alarmingly, preservice teachers, including those who identify as valuing linguistic
diversity, are simply not prepared to meet the needs of their LL (Karabenick & Noda, 2004;
Penfield, 1987; Walker et. al., 2004, qtd. in Oliveira & Burke, 2015). In a 2015 case study
(Oliveira & Burke, p.10), teacher participants reported that their “ELLs [LL] were not
homogenous” and have different needs; their students have varying cultural backgrounds,
abilities, and degrees of language proficiency. Yet in a survey conducted by the EPE Research
Center, just 18 percent of teachers reported that they received training on teaching standards to
LL (Jurkowitz, 2012).
To address this, schools need to invest in linguistically-relevant training for all staff. One
resource for teachers is The ELPD Framework, which was created to align with the CCSS: “[it]
describes the sophisticated language competencies that students need to achieve in the CCSS
and provides a taxonomy to identify language tasks and language skills…” (Wolf et. al., 2014, p.
38). However, this alone is not sufficient for student success; along with an understanding of
what to expect from LL at various levels, teachers also need insight into how to meaningfully
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plan instruction to meet LL needs. The Sheltered Instructional Observation Protocol (SIOP),
which calls for the simultaneous teaching of content and language instruction, helps ensure that
literacy instruction is intentional (Wilcox et. al., 2015). One key feature of the SIOP model
involves building background knowledge, thus providing students with the language needed to
comprehend complex texts.
U.S. schools’ ineffective cultural responsiveness also dramatically impacts LL. A key
consideration is the lack of diverse representation in both texts and teachings; as Lauter (1983)
points out, the English canon has come to reflect “...a set of norms and values by which literary
culture validate[s] social power” (Jewett, 2017, p. 94). In fact, despite the influx of rich,
multicultural stories in recent years, the top ten texts most commonly taught in secondary
classrooms are stories about white experiences, written by white authors (Goerig & Connors,
2014, as cited in Jewett, 2017, p. 94).
Instead, Echevarria (2015) calls on teachers to meaningfully build on students’
experiences (p. 24). Doing so would involve not only teaching more diverse texts, written by
people of color, but also finding ways to creatively address the human experiences within them.
As Jewett notes, “Decolonizing the discipline would allow us to teach texts that more accurately
represent our communities while providing opportunities for students to empathize across lines
of race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, class, ability, and language” (2017, p. 95). Acknowledging
the problematic history of the canon and shifting to more inclusive texts, as well as to more
inclusive linguistic practices, will provided needed benefits for LL in the classroom.
Statement of Purpose
The purpose of this project is to develop English Language Arts (ELA) curriculum
planning tools for the benefit of LL in a high school setting. Additionally, this project will create a
unit of study following the planning tools, to be implemented in general education classrooms
that contain LL. The Key Shifts in the ELA CCSS call for an increase in the reading of complex
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texts, an emphasis on “content-rich nonfiction” to help students build a knowledge base while
reading, and a “focus on academic vocabulary” (“Key Shifts,” 2010).
In order to achieve these goals, curriculum content in this project will move away from
thematic learning and instead emphasize concept-driven learning. Nonfiction texts will also need
to be strategically integrated to benefit LL; Kinsella (2014) reveals that often in concept-driven
units, “...nonfiction selections are omitted entirely or added as something of an afterthought, with
the central literary works earning weeks of carefully mediated in-class reading, analysis,
discussion, and related writing” (p. 19). Rather, the careful arrangement of increasingly complex
nonfiction texts around a key piece of fiction will allow for LL to develop both the background
knowledge and vocabulary needed for deep comprehension. As Schmitt and Carter (2000) point
out, “Reading successive texts on a specific topic makes certain words far more salient and
consolidates a word's meaning in the learner's mind” (Kinsella, 2014, p. 21). Therefore, the
curriculum planning tool and developed unit will address these literacy shifts, helping to close
the achievement gap between LL and NES peers.
While an expansive body of research already exists on the benefits of concept-driven
text sets, this project is unique in that it will address both literacy comprehension and the
cultural engagement needs of LL. The specific content addressed in the curriculum will connect
to refugee journeys, a topic that LL in the classroom may have background on through first or
second-hand experiences. Additionally, the use of complex YA fiction within the curriculum will
allow high school LL to connect to a protagonist from a similar age group. The planning tool will
break down the complexity and relatability of the unit, ensuring that both pieces are considered
for the success of LL.
Objectives of the Project
The goal of this project is to develop curriculum planning tools for high school English
teachers who serve LL in the classroom, while also modeling this work through the development
of a complete unit. The planning tools will meet the following purposes:
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1. To determine the linguistic responsiveness of a text, through the analysis of quantitative
measures (meaning, structure, vocabulary, and required background knowledge)
2. To determine the cultural responsiveness of a text, through LL’s ability to relate to and
engage with the content
3. To analyze the cohesiveness of a complete text set, for the gradual development of
background knowledge and vocabulary
4. To outline unit questions for text-based discussions
Since the planning tools are intended to be used in ELA secondary classrooms, the CCSS for
English/Language Arts will be used to measure student learning. The modeled unit text set will
include a balance of both fiction and nonfiction, addressing the following: two informational
reading standards (CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.11-12.7 and CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.11-12.4),
one literary reading standard (CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.2), one writing standard
(CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.11-12.2), and one speaking/listening standard (CCSS.ELALITERACY.SL.11-12.1).
Definition of Terms
Academic Vocabulary: n. “Words that appear in a variety of content areas (such as ignite and
commit) (“Key Shifts,” 2010).
CCSS: n. The Common Core State Standards; “educational standards for English language arts
(ELA)/literacy and mathematics in grades K-12” (“About the Standards,” 2010).

Complex Text: n. A text type, as determined by the Common Core State Standards, that meets
the appropriate qualitative and quantitative guidelines to challenge K-12 students.

Concept-Driven Unit: n. A unit of study that involves reading several texts by "one author or
about a single topic of interest" (Krashen, 2004, qtd. in Kinsella, 2014, p. 20).

14
Cultural Responsiveness: n. A teaching technique that “values diversity and builds on students’
different ways of learning [and] behaving…” (Gay, 2010 qtd. in Echeverria et. al., 2015, p. 24).

ELA: n. English Language Arts; a secondary school course that emphasizes reading, writing,
speaking, and listening.
LL: n. Language Learner; a student who “must access academic content
throughout the curriculum while developing their English skills simultaneously” (Wolf et. al.,
2014, p. 36).
Long-term LL: n. Long-term Language Learner; a person who has “spent more than five years in
U.S. schools but [has] not yet attained fluency in English” (Echevarria et. al., 2015, p. 22).
Linguistic Responsiveness: n. A teaching technique that considers students’ vocabulary
knowledge and intentionally builds upon their experiences with language.

NES: n. Native English speaker; a person whose first language for both speaking and listening
is English.
Refugee: n. A person who “has been forced to flee his or her country because of persecution,
war or violence…[They have] a well-founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion,
nationality, political opinion or membership in a particular social group” (UNHCR, 2018 qtd. in
Ward & Warren, 2020, p. 405).

YA Literature: n. Young Adult Literature; books written for and about young people, typically
between the ages of 12 and 18.
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Scope of the Project
This project is designed for general education high school English or English elective
teachers who work with LL in their classrooms, but have not had extensive training on
linguistically and culturally responsive teaching practices. Those who are certified to teach LL or
have received SIOP-training will still benefit from using the planning tools and will be able to
build upon their previous teaching experiences. This project will not implement all eight key
components of the SIOP model, but will instead specifically highlight building background,
strategies, and interaction (“Center for Applied Linguistics,” 2018).
This project will address how to analyze text complexity and appropriateness, how to
determine the cohesiveness of a unit text set, and how to create engaging text-based
discussion questions for high school English classes with an LL population. LL may represent a
variety of cultures and first languages, as well as a variety of English proficiencies. This project
will not address the following: (1) how to plan and design units for English Language
Development (ELD) courses; and (2) how to address the learning needs of K-8 or adult LL.
However, the planning tool could be revised to meet the needs of other courses, grade levels, or
adult learners.
Factors that have the potential to obstruct the effectiveness of this project include
funding, time, and buy-in from administrators, teachers, and students. Funding is needed to
purchase culturally-relevant YA literature copies, as well as subscriptions or other sources for
nonfiction texts in the text sets. Time is needed for teachers to receive training on how to use
the planning tools, as well as to develop unit text sets and questions while using the planning
tools. Finally, buy-in from all involved parties is crucial; administrators will need to support
teachers’ training in linguistic and cultural responsiveness to better meet the needs of LL.
Teachers, in turn, will need to be open to the process of determining text complexity, relevance,
and the cohesiveness of a text set. And most importantly, students will need to be open to
engaging with content in a new way.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Introduction
Meeting the needs of diverse learners in the classroom is an important goal for K-12
educators, but can be difficult to achieve in practice. Without the training needed to make texts
comprehensible for LL, educators run the risk of having a vulnerable population become longterm English learners (Murphey et. al., 2014). This has become especially problematic since the
implementation of the CCSS, which call for LL to meet the same rigorous standards as NES
through exposure to complex texts (“Key Shifts,” 2010). Additionally, despite an increase in
representation of various cultural groups in recent years, LL too rarely see their own life
experiences mirrored in literature or other course content (Bickmore et. al., 2017). Thus, the
lack of both linguistic and culturally-responsive teaching in U.S. schools has increased the
achievement gap between LL and their NES peers (Institute of Education: Reading, 2021).
In response to the LL equity crisis, this project focuses on the use of curriculum planning
tools for analyzing text complexity, creating cohesive and culturally relevant text sets, and
developing inquiry-based text discussions. This literature review addresses the components of
text sets and the factors that lead to their need in a diverse classroom setting, beginning with a
discussion on the theory and rationale behind these curriculum and instructional choices, and
then focusing on the specific curriculum components.
Theoretical Framework
Sociocultural Theory
Vygotsky’s Sociocultural theory (1934) points to student culture as a key factor in LL
learning. As RAND (2002) insists, comprehension must occur in a sociocultural context. This
context involves “the reader doing the comprehending, the text to be comprehended, and the
activity in which comprehension is a part” (Brooks & Cueto, 2018, p. 11). According to Vygotsky
(1986), this means that cognition is not an isolated psychological process, but rather, a process
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impacted by an individual’s culture and interactions with others (Hughes, 2021). Meaningmaking would then look different, depending on the student’s cultural lens. Indeed, sociocultural
theory suggests that the way students see the world and learn is directly influenced by their
home culture. Therefore, student culture can impact crucial components of the reading process,
such as the content knowledge that LL need to make sense of a text. Interaction with complex
text is a challenging endeavor under any circumstance, but especially so when a student’s
culture and world perspective are not factored into the instructional process (Hughes, 2021). In
order for students to comprehend what they are reading, the instructional methods employed
should align with the learning considerations of all, including LL in the classroom. Through a
focus on key Sheltered Instructional Observation Protocol (SIOP) components, literacy
standards, and culturally relevant texts, the considerations made around LL home culture and
academic language development in this project are grounded strongly in Sociocultural Theory.
Reader Response Theory
Rosenblatt’s Reader Response Theory (1978) stresses the importance of the reader’s
meaning-making process, another key concept that guides this work. This theory specifically
addresses the ways in which the reader and the text transact, or interact with one another, in
order for comprehension to take place. According to Amer (2003), the reader’s “…past
experiences, beliefs, expectations and assumptions, interacts with the perspectives in the text,
and meaning is determined as the result of this transaction” (Spirovska, 2019, p. 22). Students’
unique life and cultural experiences thus guide their interpretation of the text. As Woodruff and
Griffin (2017) observe, “...students benefit most from reading texts when they are provided
opportunities to think critically and thoughtfully on their own terms without first being bombarded
by the thoughts of others” (p. 108). Before offering teacher-led interpretations, it is important for
LL to consider their own diverse experiences and how those transact with the text. This project
centers on student engagement, as well as meaningful grappling with text comprehension. To
accomplish these tasks, teachers must make curriculum choices that allow for LL connection.
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Kelley, Siwatu, Tost, and Martinez (2015) agree, inferring that due to an increase in classroom
diversity, teachers must connect the curriculum to students’ lived experiences in order to make
learning meaningful (Woodruff & Griffin, 2017).
However, these student-to-text transactions are not always possible when students are
coming to class without the vocabulary and knowledge needed to understand certain complex
texts. As Anderson (2013) points out, “What students know influences how easily they
learn…The background knowledge that a teacher builds for students and the knowledge that
they already possess influence which details they find relevant” (qtd. in Lupo, 2018, p. 435). The
focus on text sets in this project aligns with Reader Response Theory; by both activating prior
knowledge and building upon it, students will be more engaged in the curriculum and transact
with text in deeper and more complex ways.
Research and Evaluation
The research analyzed in this section focuses on the use of nonfiction and fiction text
sets to build the background knowledge and vocabulary needed for accessing complex text.
Furthermore, it focuses on the use of culturally-relevant curriculum materials and engaging
inquiry methods for text-based discussion. Each of these topics align with project components
that are detailed in Chapter Three, as well as the Appendices.
Attending to CCSS Shifts
Nonfiction and Background Knowledge
Since the implementation of the CCSS, many U.S. schools have struggled to prepare LL
for shifts in the curriculum (Ametepee et. al., 2014). One key CCSS shift involves a strong
emphasis on nonfiction text in order to build the background knowledge needed to comprehend
the English Canon and other fiction. In fact, for “…grades 6-12, there is much greater attention
on the specific category of literary nonfiction, which is a shift from traditional standards.” (“Key
Shifts,” 2010). Several researchers point to the need for the more intentional inclusion of
nonfiction texts in the curriculum, for the benefit of both LL and NES students. Kinsella (2014)
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laments that “[t]agging a brief nonfiction selection onto the end of a lengthy literary thematic unit
does not provide adequate practice within standards addressing synthesis of significant content
from varied sources....” (p. 20). Others critique how an over-emphasis on reading strategies in
informational texts can lead to instruction on “routinized procedural steps at the expense of
meaning” (Pearson, 2011; Wilkinson & Son, 2011 qtd. in Bunch, 2014, p. 548). In response, this
project advocates for the inclusion of more informational nonfiction texts in units, specifically
designed to aid students in the understanding of key pieces of literature, rather than for isolated
skills practice.
In order to access informational nonfiction texts, background knowledge is needed. This
is especially crucial for LL, who often come into the classroom with less content knowledge
connected to U.S. school texts than NES peers (Bunch et. al., 2014, p. 540). Cervetti (2016)
argues that “knowledge supports readers in making inferences that require gap-filling… this
ultimately facilitates the development of a coherent mental representation of the text, even for
students who have less developed word recognition and decoding skills” (Adams, Bell, &
Perfetti, 1995; Graesser, Singer, & Trabasso, 1994 qtd in p. 764). This indicates that when
students understand more through background knowledge, they are able to determine the
meaning of more unknown words and ideas using context clues. The curriculum shift also aligns
with SIOP’s building background component, an important instructional move for teachers of LL
(“Center for Applied Linguistics,” 2018). Thus, informational nonfiction provides the background
knowledge needed for comprehension to take place.
Complex Texts and Vocabulary
Another feature of the CCSS Key Shifts involves the study of complex text, preparing
students “for the demands of college, career, and life” (“Key Shifts,” 2010). However, despite the
need for texts with nuanced meanings, structures, and vocabularies, a recent observational
study (Swanson et al., 2016) concluded that “students read for less than 15% of observed time
in social studies and ELA classes in grades 7–12.” (Lupo et. al., 2018, p. 434). This is especially
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detrimental to LL, who are then receiving less exposure to new vocabulary words and ideas
because teachers often over-simplify texts for them. Thomas and Collier (1995) reveal that
academic language skills take longer to develop in LL than social communicative language
skills; specifically, five to ten years (Moss et. al., 2011, p. 54). Students need repeated and
intentional exposure to academic vocabulary in order to develop academic language skills.
Thus, Fillmore calls for more complex texts for LL so that they have access to the academic
vocabulary needed to be successful in school, rather than “simplified versions [of texts] limited
to simple sentences and high-frequency vocabulary” (Fillmore, 2014, p.624). Without access to
a variety of academic vocabulary words, LL have a harder time making meaning from text and
growing as readers.
Other researchers agree that intentional vocabulary instruction is beneficial for the
comprehension of complex text. De Bot, Paribakht, and Wesche (1997) have found that a focus
on background knowledge can later aid in vocabulary acquisition: “knowledge may both inform
and constrain interpretations of new words by connecting them to known concepts. This eases
inferencing and makes the new words more memorable” (Cervetti, 2016, p. 763). By first
developing background knowledge, LL will be able to connect the new words to prior learning,
making sense of the new words they encounter in text. Along with background knowledge,
extended vocabulary instruction has been shown to help LL comprehend complex text.
According to a recent study (August et. al., 2016), extended vocabulary instruction, including
intentional discussion and practice with the academic vocabulary found in text, is much more
effective than embedded vocabulary instruction for third-and fourth-grade LL. Clearly,
comprehension is greatly aided by strategic vocabulary instruction in the classroom.
Inquiry and Text-Dependent Questions
A final facet of the CCSS shifts involves the use of text-dependent questions to engage
students in meaningful discussion around text. Indeed, the standards call for reading questions
“whose answers require inferences based on careful attention to the text” (“Key Shifts,” 2010).
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This is an intentional shift from earlier instructional methods, which simply asked learners to
make personal connections to the text without careful reading. SIOP likewise calls for LL
learning strategies that “encourages higher-level thinking, questioning, and delving” (“Center for
Applied Linguistics,” 2018). Literacy experts Fishery and Frey (2015) believe that close reading
questions require that student responses include specific text evidence (p. 5). This shift from
personal connection-type questions allows LL to dig deeper into the text meaning rather than
gleaning only a surface-level understanding.
Furthermore, a focus on high-level thinking creates a more equitable learning experience
for LL in the classroom: “the questions are not limited to recall but rather focus on various
aspects of the text, including its structure, what it means, and what logical inferences can be
drawn from it” (p. 5). Rather than focus only on the surface level of the text, a focus on highlevel thinking for all, with the needed support, will push LL to reach new meanings. The
achievement gap will continue to grow if LL are not exposed to texts with rich vocabularies and
ideas, just like their NES peers (Institute of Education: Reading, 2021). While LL may not be
ready for complex text right away, a tiered approach helps prepare them—beginning with simple
texts on the topic before moving on to more structurally complex texts and ideas (Kinsella,
2014). Other researchers agree that carefully preparing students for text ‘grappling’ is necessary
for true comprehension and engagement to take place. Brown and Kappes (2012) note how “the
Common Core expects—and equity demands—that all students have the chance to
productively struggle with complex texts. Especially for students with lower reading skills and
gaps in background knowledge, Close Reading can be an important strategy…” (qtd. in
Workman, 2014, p. 5). Linguistic responsiveness involves knowing best practices for all
students in the classroom, including LL.
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Cultural Relevance
Along with linguistic appropriateness, the cultural relevance of the content being taught
is an important consideration for LL engagement, as well as for NES in the classroom. Cultural
relevance specifically refers to the ways in which texts and instructional tasks are relevant to the
lives of learners in the classroom. Brooks and Cueto (2018) warn of the dangers of teaching a
white-washed curriculum: “…students [will] continue to develop narrow ideas about groups and
cultures that differ from their own. This leaves them ill prepared to live in and work in an
increasingly diverse and global society” (p. 26). Instead, Short, Giorgis, and Lowery (2013)
believe that students should engage with texts “representative not only of the diversity within the
broader community and world,” but also of diversity “within a particular group or culture” (qtd. in
Brooks & Cueto, 2018, p. 26). This allows for students to gain much-needed critical thinking
skills about nuanced groups of people. Shukri and Mukundan (2015) also believe that
introducing culturally diverse content into the curriculum benefits LL and others: “critical thinking
can also be fostered when students are exposed to various or even conflicting views and ways
of life being portrayed in the literary passage” (p. 7).
In addition to general educational benefits from considering other cultures, Grabe (2009)
stresses the heightened importance of finding the right texts for LL in particular: “Engagement
issues are differentially important for L2 readers, given the challenges of accessing texts in a
language they are developing” (qtd. in Bunch et. al., 2014, p. 541). Highlighting refugee life and
other experiences true to the lives of LL helps to create buy-in. And, once LL do engage with
text, there are additional benefits to their overall comprehension and language development:
“these researchers also asserted that texts that are authentic, enjoyable, and motivating would
naturally increase both their knowledge of the target language patterns and cultural awareness”
(Shukri & Mukundan, 2015, p. 4). Thus, cultural considerations have linguistic benefits, too.
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Text Sets
While culturally relevant content is direly needed in the curriculum, these texts must also
be grouped and arranged intentionally by educators. There are many benefits to activating
students’ prior knowledge around text, but research indicates that teachers too often do not do
enough to build upon students’ existing knowledge through interactions with thoughtfullyordered texts in a unit (Cervetti, 2016, p. 763). The use of text sets, or intentionally grouped
texts on a specific topic, helps to alleviate this concern. Fillmore (2014) pushes for the use of
multiple texts rather than one on a topic because “that enabled students to gain familiarity with
the topic and language needed to talk about it” (p. 630). Lewis (2014), likewise, concludes that
instruction around multiple texts benefits students, asserting that “we must think strategically
about how to build integrated reading and writing experiences that push our students to make
creative and analytic connections that break the boundaries of a single work” (p. 41).
Researchers offer several methods on the best ways to arrange a text set. Moss et. al.
(2011) calls for a “tiered-text” approach: “Students begin with an easy-to-read text… As their
bases of knowledge and language expand, they are able to read, discuss, and write about more
difficult texts on the same topic, using their newly acquired topical and academic vocabulary” (p.
56). This method allows LL to deepen their understanding of a topic overtime, becoming experts
in the vocabulary and knowledge demands through the text set. Kinsella (2014), on the other
hand, calls for “narrow reading units” to hold students’ interest and attention; this form “guides
students in reading daily newspaper accounts of an ongoing story, such as the March 2014
Malaysia Airlines flight that vanished” (p. 20). However, this text set method calls for entirely
nonfiction, while this project will address a combination of fiction and nonfiction text.
The use of text sets is also particularly beneficial to LL, who can learn both academic
vocabulary and content knowledge from repeated and increasingly complex ideas in text. On
the contrary, the vocabulary that LL encounter in isolated text is often harder to grapple with
when there is little connection to major ideas: “...guessing meaning from context clues is largely
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focused on ‘stumblers,’ low-incidence vocabulary words that have little bearing on the focal
concepts, character evolution, or plot twists” (Kinsella, 2014, p. 19). Thus, through the use of
carefully arranged text sets, LL can gain the confidence needed to learn new vocabulary and
content knowledge.
Summary
Through a review of the literature, it is evident that addressing all three literacy shifts
designated by CCSS will benefit LL in primarily NES classrooms. Specifically, Cervetti (2016)
and Kinsella (2014) argue that instruction around nonfiction text can provide students with the
background information needed to make sense of complex fiction. Cervetti also concludes that
background knowledge helps students with academic vocabulary, as they can determine more
unknown words through the use of context clues. Along with doing so, the use of extended
vocabulary instruction while reading texts offers noticeable reading gains for LL (August, 2016).
Finally, the use of close-reading questions ensure that LL are staying grounded in the text in
their reading and analysis (Fisher & Frey, 2015).
The literature also makes it evident that texts should be relevant to the lives of LL. Grabe
(2009) and Bunch (2014) believe that cultural relevancy is needed for engagement with the
content because LL are already focusing energy on language development. At the same time,
Short, Giorgis, and Lowery (2013), as well as Shukri and Mukundan (2015) point to the critical
thinking benefits for both LL and NES when they learn about a distinct culture or a smaller group
represented within a culture. And, along with text content, arrangement of texts within a unit
matters, too. While Kinsella (2014) advocates for narrow reading units comprised entirely of
nonfiction texts, this project will instead follow a tiered text approach, which Moss et. al. (2011)
advocates for. Doing so will help prepare LL for the complexities of an anchor text in a unit of
study; starting with related nonfiction and fiction texts that increase in vocabulary and
knowledge difficulty will provide much-needed background knowledge for the unit.
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Two theoretical frameworks help ground the concepts presented in this project—
Sociocultural Theory and Reader Response Theory. The former addresses how LL enter the
classroom with unique cultural experiences, and states the importance of considering students’
background, as well as how that background impacts their understanding of text (Hughes,
2021). In response, this project makes careful considerations around LL home culture and
academic language, through the integration of Sheltered Instructional Observation Protocol
(SIOP) components, the use of culturally relevant texts, and the focus on instructional
techniques to reach literacy standards. Additionally, the components of this project are
grounded in the Reader Response Theory, which calls on students to interpret and transact with
texts first on their own terms before being exposed to teacher-led interpretations (Woodruff &
Griffin, 2017). Yet, as Anderson (2013) concludes, background knowledge plays a role in
determining what parts of a text students will find relevant and transact with (Lupo, 2018). To
help build LL background knowledge, this project relies on the use of text sets in the curriculum,
and thus provides students with the opportunity to then make meaning from text based on their
own terms and experiences.
Conclusion
Ensuring that LL are comprehending text while staying engaged in the curriculum is a
difficult feat. However, it is a necessary one for teachers to take on in order to prevent the
achievement gap between LL and NES peers from growing further. Placing careful
consideration on the CCSS shifts allows for LL to be exposed to complex text, creating a more
equitable learning experience than a watered-down LL curriculum offers. Additionally, intentional
focus and instruction around key aspects of complex text, including informational background
knowledge and vocabulary, allows for LL to more fully comprehend what they are reading.
Along with addressing the CCSS shifts, teachers of LL should consider curriculum choices that
are culturally relevant to the lives of LL. Doing so will not only create buy-in for students who are
already working hard to master a new language, but will also push the use of critical thinking
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skills for both LL and NES peers. Finally, arranging texts in text sets helps to build the
background knowledge and vocabulary needed to access complex anchor texts in a unit of
study.
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Chapter Three: Project Description
Introduction
The number of LL in U.S. schools has continued to grow in recent decades, but teachers
are not prepared to meet the nuanced linguistic and cultural needs of these learners (Institute of
Education: Racial, 2021). The CCSS, adopted by most states in 2010, calls for LL to meet the
same challenging literacy demands as their NES peers, without specific guidance on how
teachers can go about leading instruction (“Read the Standards,” 2010). Indeed, many general
education teachers report a lack of confidence or expertise in addressing the complex needs of
LL in their classrooms (Jurkowitz, 2012). And, while it is problematic for LL to grapple with
complex text without proper support, it is also unconducive to student learning when texts are
overly simplified or watered down for LL use (Fillmore, 2014). Additionally, diversity and
inclusion have become key topics of discussion in the field of education, but culturally
responsive teaching practices and not always considered, with the English canon failing to
reflect its changing population (Jewett, 2017). Most troubling, the achievement gap between LL
and their NES peers has continued to grow as a consequence of these unresponsive practices
(Olsen, 2010).
Through the use of text planning tools and a model unit using those tools, this project
aims to address the existing educational inequities for LL in mainstream classrooms. The
project components outlined below in this chapter justify the use of planning tools for the
purposes of determining text complexity, text set cohesiveness, cultural relevance, and
appropriate text-dependent questions for classroom discussion. A sample unit created with the
use of these tools is also presented and explained for the purpose of modeling these concepts.
Project Components
Complex Text
The CCSS calls for student access to and engagement with complex text, ensuring that
students become college and career-ready (“Key Shifts,” 2010). While quantitative measures of
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text complexity can be determined with the use of Lexile tools, careful teacher analysis is
required to determine qualitative measures of text complexity, as well as appropriateness for
student use (Hiebert, 2010/2011). Specifically, the CCSS identifies four key areas for text
analysis: meaning/purpose, structure, language conventions and clarity, and knowledge
demands (CCSS Initiative, 2010). The Qualitative Measures of Text Complexity Planning Tool
(Appendix A) is designed with these criteria in mind—doing so allows teachers to consider the
complexities within text, for both LL and NES students. Determining complexity can then lead to
teachers’ planning of vocabulary instruction as well as arrangement of texts within a set-- more
accessible texts may need to be considered earlier in a text set, helping students to build up to
challenging knowledge concepts.
Text Sets
Text sets benefit all learners, and LL in particular, through the repetition of academic
vocabulary and content knowledge across texts (Cervetti, 2016). As Kinsella (2014) notes, when
LL encounter unknown words in isolated texts, context clues are often not enough to determine
the meaning of words that may have little connection to big ideas in the text. And, while ample
research points to the benefits of building upon—rather than just activating-- students’ existing
background knowledge before engaging with text, this practice is not used frequently enough in
U.S. schools (Cervetti, 2016). The Text Set Cohesiveness Planning Tool (Appendix B) allows
for teachers to carefully arrange content-based text sets with the intention of building upon LL’s
content knowledge as well as their academic vocabulary. The CCSS calls for an increased
exposure to nonfiction texts in grades 6 through 12, and so supplementing a complex literature
selection with several related informational articles and videos can help to achieve this purpose
(“Key Shifts,” 2010). Indeed, in a study conducted by Coombs and Bellingham (2015), studying
text sets “…provided students with knowledge about themes and topics related to each novel
that helped them make predictions and inferences that aided their comprehension” (p. 93).
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The planning tool further requires educators to consider each text’s big idea, as well as the
essential understanding of the entire text set for the unit, to ensure that each piece is an
appropriate fit.

Cultural Relevance
Culturally relevant practices should also be taken into consideration when developing a
curriculum, in order to ensure that all learners are represented and engaged with the content.
The Text Set Cultural Relevance Planning Tool (Appendix C) aims to address this. By
determining the cultural issue(s) the text set covers, how culture is represented in the text set,
as well as how the issue connects to the lives of LL in the community, teachers will be able to
consider whether or not texts are appropriate fits for their students. The specific questions used
in the planning tool align with Starkey’s (2004) research on the habits of critical learners to
ensure that texts are representative of issues accurately embodying the cultural experiences of
LL in the classroom (Shukri & Mukundan, 2015). According to Kelley et. al. (2015), “a culturally
familiar reading task does have significant effects on participants in regard to increasing reading
performance and increasing reading self-efficacy” (p. 302). Thus, the gains for LL are not only in
academics, but also in confidence.
Considering Graphics
With an array of new subgenres gaining popularity in Young Adult Literature, graphic
novels in particular offer great opportunities for LL and NES students to discuss important social
issues through a unique medium. However, Cope and Kalantzis (2000) advise that graphic
novels may present comprehension challenges not found in conventional texts: “… words,
images, sounds, and movements [are] presented simultaneously and within dynamic formats to
enrich the ideas conveyed” (Risko & Walker-Dolhouse, 2011, p. 377). For this reason, A
Classroom Resource for Reading Graphic Novels (Appendix D) was created. Educators can
refer to this resource to review and discuss key aspects of the graphic novel genre, such as
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speech bubbles, text captions, and sound effects. Doing so may allow students to read this
engaging text type with more accuracy and confidence.
Text-Based Discussion
Along with planning for the suitability of the texts themselves, educators must consider
how texts will be used by students in classroom practice. In fact, studies by Hopkins (1993) and
Bridges (1993) assert that “teaching literature alone is not enough in ensuring the advancement
of learners’ critical thinking; their studies emphasized on the importance of student engagement
level…” (Shukri & Mukundan, 2015, p. 7). Thus, once the texts or text sets have been selected
for classroom use, educators then face the task of creating appropriate questions for engaging
text-based discussions. The Text Dependent Questions for Text-Based Discussion Planning
Tool (Appendix E) is designed for this very purpose. Literacy experts Fishery and Frey (2015)
conclude that text segments can be analyzed thoroughly, deliberately planning out appropriate
places for text-based discussion. Specifically, they call for educators to encourage close reading
by determining what a text says, what it means, how it works, and what it inspires students to do
(p. 5). This practice will allow students to stay grounded in the text itself during discussion, a key
component of the CCSS Literacy Shifts (“Key Shifts,” 2010).
Model Unit Examples
Providing a model of the planning tools in use will allow educators to consider how best
to apply them for their own instructional purposes. Many teachers may already be familiar with
considering quantitative measures of text complexity by using a text’s Lexile, but they may not
have experience in analyzing qualitative measures of text complexity independently. Thus, the
Model Unit Example of Qualitative Measures of Text Complexity Planning Tool (Appendix F)
was created for this purpose. Educators will be able to reference the tool to determine the
specific aspects of text that contribute to its complexity and the need for student scaffolding.
Likewise, the Model Unit Example of Text Set Cohesiveness Planning Tool (Appendix G)
demonstrates how educators must consider how texts within a set fit together and contribute to
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an essential understanding of the unit. Modeling the academic vocabulary and knowledge
demands of each text will also help demonstrate how texts should be ordered in a way to build
off of previously-introduced concepts. It is additionally important to model for educators the
cultural relevance of a text for LL engagement and comprehension; the Model Unit Example of
Cultural Relevance Planning Tool (Appendix H) reveals how educators can thoughtfully
consider the appropriateness of a proposed refugee text by critically considering the issues of
representation and community fit. Lastly, after carefully selecting texts and text order, educators
must also determine and plan for critical thinking questions grounded in the texts themselves.
The Model Unit Example of Text Dependent Questions for Text-Based Discussion Planning
Tool (Appendix I) demonstrates, using a graphic novel on refugees, how educators can analyze
a segment of text to prepare for a meaningful class discussion. Along with a model of each
planning tool, this project also includes a Calendar Schedule for a Model Unit (Appendix J) and
Assessments for a Model Unit (Appendix K). These items help flesh out for educators the dayto-day learning experiences associated with a text set on refugees, as well as how to
appropriately assess learning in a formative and summative manner.
Project Evaluation
Transitioning over to the use of the educator planning tools, as well as the
implementation of the proposed unit components for LL teaching, will take time to adjust to and
master. Linguistically and culturally responsive teaching are complex endeavors, which require
buy-in from school administrators, teachers, students, and community members alike. It will be
important to receive reflective feedback from key stakeholders in order to ensure the transition
is as smooth as possible.
As previously stated, teachers often report feeling unprepared to meet the needs of LL in
the classroom (Jurkowicz, 2012). The Student Evaluation (Appendix L) was created for LL
students to report on their own learning experiences, before and after the unit. Using a Likert
scale, students will reflect on the degree to which they feel confident with text, comprehend it,
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and see themselves reflected in it. The second part of this tool involves measuring student
vocabulary gains, before and after reading. While students may experience gains with academic
vocabulary when reading an isolated text, this project promotes the use of strategic text sets to
address the literacy gap for LL. Thus, students will report for both options—the number of
academic vocabulary words understood before and after an isolated text compared to a
strategic text set. The final part of this tool reflects on students’ overall growth in English
Language Arts (ELA), through the use of the Northwest Evaluation Association (NWEA)
standardized tests for eleventh graders. This data will indicate the degree to which the use of
strategic text sets and the other curriculum resources benefit LL in reading and language usage.
Similar to the self-reported student survey, the Teacher Evaluation (Appendix M) was
created for teachers to report on their expertise and comfort level with creating literacy content
for LL students within a general education classroom. A comment section on both surveys will
also allow for students and teachers to reflect on aspects of the unit not encompassed by the
Likert scale. Teachers and students alike will be able to identify the benefits that come from
linguistically and culturally-responsive teaching practices and will have the opportunity to reflect
on how these experiences ultimately impacted learning.
Project Conclusion
Teachers today need support in ensuring both the engagement and academic success
of LL in the classroom. While it is simple enough to pare down academic content for LL,
research indicates that lack of access to complex texts has long-lasting and harmful
consequences for the well-being of these learners (Fillmore, 2014). Furthermore, since
language helps to determine a person’s worldview and reality, failure to intentionally build upon
a student’s experiences with language can lead to communication barriers and frustration in
school (Fu, 2013). An equally important consideration is cultural representation in text and
school materials; LL are in dire need of culturally relevant texts that “…reflect children’s lives
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and provide them the tools to traverse the challenges they encounter” (Bickmore et. al., 2017, p.
51).
In light of these needs in U.S. schools across the country, this project was designed to
assist teachers in building linguistically and culturally-appropriate educational practices. Several
of the components previously discussed, including the use of complex text, vocabulary
instruction with text sets, nonfiction text to bolster content knowledge, and text-dependent
questions, align with the CCSS Literacy Shifts (“Key Shifts,” 2010). Such an alignment helps to
ensure that LL in the classroom receive the same educational opportunities as their NES peers.
Additionally, the focus on cultural representation in planning tools and modeled content helps to
ensure that LL identity receives needed validation.
This project leaves a few questions unanswered on how best to meet the needs of all
LL. While the planning tools and curriculum resources address how to reach an LL subset of a
general classroom population, further research is needed to determine how best to serve
various language and cultural groups represented within a community of LL students.
Additionally, not all teachers have a say in the content that they teach or ways in which
curriculum material is presented to students. It is up to the teacher to advocate to their district
when needed for linguistically and culturally-responsive practices. This project offers a guide for
teachers, with the promise that making such educational shifts will not be easy, but certainly
worthwhile for learners.
Plans for Implementation
Linguistically and culturally-responsive teaching practices can be implemented in both
rural and urban school communities, for the benefit of LL and NES learners across grade levels.
This project is intended to provide educators with the planning tools needed to build a
curriculum that helps meet the needs of diverse learners. The tools, curriculum resources, and
modeled content following are intended for an eleventh grade classroom outside of Kalamazoo,
Michigan. The researcher has been asked by administration to conduct independent
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professional development, and to share research findings with other educators at the school.
This will help to create a school climate that is inviting of LL and help to prepare educators in the
classroom. Furthermore, the researcher plans to implement the modeled unit following in a
World Literature course for future school years. Intentionally planning to meet the nuanced
learning needs of LL in the classroom will have untold benefits in the world of education.
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